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Informal mining, or artisanal small-scale mining (ASM), is a growing industry in Africa, 
providing diversification of livelihood and economic opportunities in rural communities. Women 
make up 10 to 60 percent of ASM workforces, occupying roles both directly and adjacently 
related to ASM that are typically designated based on gender. This article situates ASM in a 
development context, recognizing the role of international development discourses on the growth 
and framing of ASM communities. The placemaking processes that occur at ASM sites result in 
inherently gendered experiences for everyone involved in these communities. Examining ASM 
sites through a gender in development lens reveals the complex relationships between structure, 
agency, and vulnerability that shape how women exist in and move through ASM communities. 
This article looks at the ways in which women exercise agency to renegotiate their position in 
society through economic and mobility opportunities related to ASM, comparing ASM 
communities in Tanzania and Ghana as case studies. Through complicating the narrative of ASM 
sites by examining the lived experiences of women in ASM, this article adds to the growing 
body of literature on the potential role of ASM in rural economies and the ways in which a 
gendered lens reveals complex placemaking relationships. 




Development frameworks often discuss the concept of rural livelihood diversification in a variety 
of forms. This concept examines the possibilities for employment, economic growth, and 
mobility in rural communities, usually in relation to poverty or development. These narratives 
can overlook the role of and opportunities available for women when gender is not considered as 
a structural component that shapes livelihood options. Societal structures linked to cultural and 
social norms create barriers to both female participation and the visibility of women in economic 
sectors (Yakovleva 2007, 31). These structures include limited access to credit to support 
endeavors such as petty trade and a lack of education and technical knowledge, narrowing the 
roles women are able to occupy and affecting their family commitments and cultural 
expectations around family care, which all places a heavy family burden on women, thereby 
limiting their mobility, independence, and ability to pursue economic freedom (Yakovleva 2007, 
31). 
Artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) is a growing source of livelihood and economic 
opportunity in rural communities, with an estimated twenty million miners engaged in ASM 
globally (World Bank 2012, 6). Since the 1980s, ASM has been a growing source of livelihoods 
Colloredo-Mansfeld Gender and Placemaking in Artisanal Small-Scale Mining in Africa 
 
 15 
across rural communities in sub-Saharan Africa. While ASM takes many forms and has no single 
definition due to the heterogeneity of sites and practices, which reflect local geographies and 
available resources (World Bank 2012, 3), it can broadly be defined as “the low-tech, labor-
intensive mineral extraction and processing found across the developing world” (Hilson and 
McQuilken 2014, 104). The goal of this article is to analyze the role of artisanal and small-scale 
mining in Africa as a viable livelihood strategy for rural communities from a gendered 
perspective. Using Tanzania and Ghana as comparative case studies, this article specifically 
examines the extent to which placemaking and agency work to construct environments for the 
employment of women, analyzing how mobility, economic opportunity, and vulnerability 
interact in ways that both restrict and enable opportunities for them. Through introducing current 
narratives of ASM sites and deconstructing the homogenized perception of ASM, this article will 
add to the growing body of literature complicating the discourses surrounding ASM and its 
potential role in rural economies. 
 
Context and Characteristics of ASM 
When ASM first entered international development discourses in 1987 through a World Bank 
report entitled Small-Scale Mining: A Review of the Issues, it was framed as an entrepreneurial 
activity; however, it has become clear that poverty, not business endeavors, is the main factor 
driving people to ASM work (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 105). Growth in the sector, due to its 
links with poverty, is connected to the implementation of structural adjustment programs (SAPs) 
(Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 105), discussed below. There are four commonly identified 
categories of ASM: 1) rush ASM, characterized by the rapid growth of mining communities and 
a large influx of miners; 2) seasonal ASM, where laborers are engaged in agriculture or other 
seasonal work and use ASM to supplement other livelihood strategies; 3) year round ASM, in 
which ASM represents a primary source of employment, the routines of mining shape daily life, 
and mining communities are stable; and 4) shock ASM, characterized by outside factors pushing 
people into mining, such as economic recession or agricultural crop failures (Huggins et al. 2015, 
143; Yakovleva 2007, 30). 
ASM includes mining for precious stones in addition to industrial minerals and base metals 
(World Bank 2012, 3). Characteristics shared across the ASM sector, regardless of geography, 
include close ties to rural poverty, levels of participation that reflect commodity prices, labor 
intensive work carried out under locally determined labor structures, and low wages in 
exploitative, often dangerous, conditions (World Bank 2012, 3). Additionally, regardless of 
location, ASM is frequently associated with inequality, environmental degradation, and the 
spread of disease, particularly HIV/AIDS and other STDS, and is often a site of high levels of 
gambling and prostitution (World Bank 2012, 5). 
ASM sites are not simply defined by the site of extraction. Rather, they extend to include all 
components of extraction and processing, as well as the supplementary components that sustain 
the act of mining, such as petty trading and food production. As a result, ASM is viewed as 
providing more stable economic and employment opportunities compared to small-scale 
agriculture and commerce. For every mining job, an estimated six other opportunities are created 
downstream, including unskilled, semi-skilled, and skilled opportunities (Hilson and McQuilken 
2014, 105), demonstrating how important ASM is in rural livelihoods. Due to the informal, often 
illegal, nature of ASM and the ways in which economic opportunities in mining communities are 
both directly and indirectly connected to the mining sector, determining an accurate estimate of 
the number of people who work in the ASM sector is difficult. In Tanzania and Ghana, the 
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comparison sites for this analysis, an estimated 1,500,000 and 1,100,000 individuals, 
respectively, are employed directly in ASM, with an additional 9,000,000 and 4,400,000 people 
dependent on the ASM sector for employment (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 105). 
A second result of the variety of economic opportunities available in mining communities is 
the increased inclusion of women in the ASM sector. Across Africa, women make up 10 to 60 
percent of ASM workforces depending on the context of the mine (Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 529), and 
they occupy a variety of roles. In Ghana, women make up 50 percent of the ASM workforce 
(Yakovleva 2007, 30). Although highly dependent on the local site and the mineral being mined, 
the roles women occupy across small-scale mining communities are similar. In terms of direct 
work in gold mines, which is the context of both Ghana and Tanzania, women predominantly 
work loading and transporting material or panning and sluicing for gold (Yakovleva 2007, 30). 
Work done underground, digging pits, and the final separation of gold are all almost exclusively 
done by men (Yakovleva 2007, 30). Additionally, women find economic opportunities in other 
forms of labor, such as petty trade, cooking, laundry, fetching and selling food and water to 
miners, and other jobs that help sustain the mining communities (World Bank 2012, 6–7; 
Yakovleva 2007, 31). For instance, in Tanzania, there are two and a half times as many women 
indirectly working in ASM compared to those involved in direct mineral production (World 
Bank 2012, 7). These gendered divisions of labor are the result of cultural and societal 
expectations about the roles of women and perceptions of masculinity. Due to these ancillary 
roles that they often occupy, women—even in positions directly related to mining such as 
transport—exist largely in invisible spaces within the mining sector, and their unique needs and 
experiences go largely ignored in international discussions of ASM. 
 
Development Context and the Rise of ASM 
In order to discuss the gendered ways in which ASM affects rural livelihood opportunities, and 
specifically how ASM offers ways for women to exercise agency in order to renegotiate their 
position in society, ASM must be situated in a development context. The rapid growth of the 
ASM sector since the 1980s in rural communities across Africa is closely tied to the 
implementation of SAPs at the direction of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 108; Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 528; Yakovleva 2007, 29). SAPs 
require the liberalization of trade and markets along with the promotion of neoliberal economic 
ideas, specifically that of comparative advantage, which, in Africa in the 1980s, emphasized the 
role of African countries in exporting raw minerals and materials, thus leading to expansions in 
mining, both large scale and small scale. Additionally, the promotion of foreign investment in 
the mining sector allowed for the rapid expansion of large-scale mining, drawing attention to 
how mining as an industry plays a role in development. In Ghana and Tanzania, incentives took 
the form of tax breaks for foreign investment (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 108). However, due 
to liberalization, privatization, and the shrinking of public sector employment opportunities 
caused by neoliberal reforms, many employees of the state, especially state miners, were pushed 
out of the formal sector (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 109). Smallholder agriculturalists were 
also negatively impacted by neoliberal economic reforms and the restructuring of trade and 
farming patterns that sought to integrate rural economies with global production circuits, 
resulting in instability in the subsistence and smallholder agriculture sector and in more people 
looking for work in the ASM sector (Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 528; Yakovleva 2007, 29). 
 
  




Map 1: Estimated population participating in ASM activities by country. Source: Artisanal Mining, 2018, 
“The Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining Knowledge Sharing Archive,” http://artisanalmining.org/ 
Inventory/. 
 
While mining as an industry was recognized as an opportunity for development, largely due 
to the role of foreign investment and export opportunities, artisanal and small-scale mining did 
not emerge as part of international development discourses until the late 1980s. The publication 
of the World Bank report in 1987, Small-Scale Mining: A Review of the Issues, emphasized for 
the first time the role of ASM in creating job opportunities and thus being a viable strategy for 
rural economic development (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 105). During this period, ASM-
related development was disconnected from larger initiatives and emphasized top-down, 
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technical interventions because ASM miners were viewed as entrepreneurs (Hilson and 
McQuilken 2014, 110). These programs were largely ineffective as they were targeting a very 
small portion of the mining demographic and had little policy support (Hilson and McQuilken 
2014, 108–109). 
In the mid to late 1990s, a second shift in development discourse around ASM occurred. 
ASM became linked to poverty, demonstrating the motivating factor behind joining the ASM 
sector to be economic necessity rather than entrepreneurial opportunity, and shifting 
development strategies toward a livelihood approach (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 111–13). A 
push to include ASM in World Bank Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) led to the 
incorporation of ASM into Ghana’s first PSRP and Tanzania’s second PRSP (Hilson and 
McQuilken 2014, 115). PRSPs are written by the World Bank along with national governments; 
thus the inclusion of ASM in these strategic plans demonstrates recognition on behalf of national 
governments of the potential within the ASM sector for rural livelihood development (Hilson 
and McQuilken 2014, 115). During this era, national governments also sought to formalize the 
ASM sector; however, this was done through the implementation of rigid policy frameworks that 
did not demonstrate an awareness of the demographics and situation of those involved in ASM 
(Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 113). The result of these legislative efforts was the labeling of the 
majority of ASM sites and workers as illegal, an outcome that did little to incorporate ASM into 
formal development strategies (Hilson and McQuilken 2014, 113; Yakovleva 2007, 31). 
 
Placemaking: ASM Sites as Gendered Spaces 
ASM communities, through a complex process of placemaking, are inherently gendered sites, 
which has significant ramifications for how women specifically, but also men, experience these 
environments.1 Place ties together aspects of mobility, economic security, vulnerability, and 
agency that all interact with structure to determine how and why women choose to enter ASM 
spaces and the implications of these decisions. The conceptualization of ASM communities as 
separate and isolated spaces (Fisher 2007, 736) increases the importance of placemaking, as 
perceptions of the types of place these spaces are dictate reactions to ASM and, on a larger scale, 
determine the support and assistance levels provided to those in ASM. Huggins et al. describe 
placemaking as the process of interactions between local sites and the “webs or constellations of 
external and internal relations which in effect make them” (2017, 143). For ASM, multiple scales 
of interactions and characteristics define individual sites as places, including physical geography, 
social and cultural norms, everyday practices and lived experiences on site, policy frameworks, 
and international interactions with national governments (in the form of SAPs and PRSPs) 
(Huggins et al. 2017, 143). Enmeshed across these scales and within the structures in place, 
hierarchies of power control access and are inextricably intertwined with construction of place. 
 
1 In international development studies, a gendered approach to analyzing power structures and placemaking 
emphasizes the unequal relationships between men and women, focusing on the impact of unequal social positions 
on people of all genders and the societal acceptance of these inequities as “natural.” This contrasts with a women in 
development (WID) approach, which focuses on the absence of women in policies, plans, and programs, and targets 
this issue by focusing on integrating women into existing structures rather than creating new systems that aim to 
equalize the participation of and relationships between all genders. For more information on the specific differences 
between gendered approaches and WID approaches, see Shirin M. Rai’s Gender and the Political Economy of 
Development (2002). 
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Examining placemaking in relation to ASM is particularly important when discussing gender, 
as geographies of ASM communities are deeply gendered and reflect the processes of 
placemaking that shape the differentiated experiences of women in these spaces. In addition to 
varying across time, gender relations vary across space. This variation underscores the fact that 
gender relations are constructed, and thus the power differences that emerge due to gender are 
place specific and not the natural consequence of a specific gender identity (Massey 1994, 178). 
Understanding the spaces of ASM communities in a gendered way to examine how women move 
in, interact with, and experience space provides a different geography of mining sites as 
compared to understanding ASM sites within development or livelihood frameworks. As 
Huggins et al. explain, “women’s economic and decision-making roles in these masculinist 
visions of space open up new questions about gendered dynamics of place-making, both in terms 
of activities within mine sites, and gendering of mine-sites as places requiring policy 
intervention” (2017, 144). The symbolic meaning of specific places and spaces sends clear 
gendered messages and therefore directly influences the construction of power relations within 
these sites (Massey 1994, 179). Mining spaces render women’s labor, both direct and indirect, 
invisible due to the equation of mining with digging and other tasks largely performed by men in 
light of the gendered work roles (Huggins et al. 2017, 144; Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 526). In mining 
communities, women’s gendered labor roles reflect the societal expectations of the domestic 
woman, thus reinforcing normative gender roles, even while contradictions between the domestic 
woman and the economic woman coexist (Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 526). Through minimizing women’s 
contributions to the mining sector and mining communities, women’s labor is marginalized 
(Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 525), perpetuating the image that mines are masculine spaces. 
The perceptions associated with ASM communities as a result of the structures that define 
place at these sites carry implications for how miners and other people who live in these 
communities interact with the space on a daily basis and how outside actors view and interact 
with ASM laborers. Politically and socially, the conception of ASM communities is negative. 
ASM sites are framed politically as illegal spaces, the result of attempts to formalize and regulate 
ASM, where the illegitimacy of the work is underscored by the physical isolation of mining 
communities from the control of the state (Fisher 2007, 736; Hilson and McQuilken 2014; 
Huggins et al. 2015, 144). This political framing of space contributes to the social view of 
mining communities as an amoral place, where prostitution, gambling, alcoholism, and an 
emphasis on money and vices are fostered and also corrupt youth (Fisher 2007, 736; Huggins et 
al. 2015, 144). The social conception of ASM communities influences how women who decide 
to enter these spaces are viewed. Simply by entering these places, women are seen as being 
morally corrupt and sexually active (Werthmann 2008, 18). The conception of ASM 
communities as lawless places creates an opportunity for miners to operate in an undefined space 
outside the law, allowing many people to enter the sector, while also creating and perpetuating 
exploitive labor practices, power hierarchies, and inequalities (Fisher 2007, 755). Furthermore, 
the characterization of ASM as an illegal space delegitimizes both the people and the work 
conducted in these communities, exacerbating the social image of these spaces as amoral 
(Huggins et al. 2017, 143). 
Beyond the impact of national governments and social norms, commercial mining 
companies, media, and international actors, including the World Bank, IMF, and NGOs, are all 
part of the network of actors involved in placemaking for ASM sites. The media perpetuates the 
image of ASM sites and miners as uncivilized and uneducated, claiming they are hampering the 
economic development of the country and posing a threat to society due to the immoral activities 
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fostered at ASM sites (Hilson and Potter 2005, 114). The international community contributes to 
the negative image of place surrounding ASM by perpetuating the conflict minerals discourse, 
suggesting that ASM is closely linked to discord and often run by non-state armed groups (Kelly 
et al. 2014, 97). The conflict minerals discourse both ignores the role of the state and local 
government in addressing exploitative labor issues, public health problems, and sexual violence 
and reinforces a victimhood narrative (Kelly et al. 2014, 97). The perpetuation of these narratives 
minimizes the role of agency on behalf of miners, particularly women, as it suggests that 
structure, rather than individual agency, is the driving force behind ASM workers (Kelly et al. 
2014, 98). NGOs and other international actors, such as governments, then structure their own 
responses to meet these narratives, pushing for policies, such as trying to find ways to remove 
women from ASM communities, rather than providing services to support them, such as sexual 
health services (Kelly et al. 2014, 99). 
In addition to how the state and society view ASM communities, miners themselves are 
strongly influenced by the experience of place. Their daily lives are entirely dependent upon the 
existence of ASM spaces. As Huggins et al. elaborate, “members of ‘mining communities’ are 
constantly engaged in ‘emplaced’ activities which implicitly or overtly inscribe certain kinds of 
identity claims and relations on the physical and social landscape” (2015, 150). These identity 
claims and placemaking activities are inherently gendered, evidenced by the gender-divided jobs 
that inscribe particular roles with masculinity or femininity. Though outside perspectives 
homogenize ASM environments with a singular vision of what these places entail (Huggins et al. 
2015, 145; Kelly et al. 2014, 98), the lived experience of those within mining communities 
depends on their specific locality. 
 
Case Study: Ghana 
In Ghana, the government began regulating ASM as its own sector in 1989 with the passage of 
the Small-Scale Gold Mining Law. This sought to formalize the ASM sector, requiring licenses 
for and the registration of small-scale mining operations. However, rather than incorporating 
ASM into the formal sector, the registration process was so bureaucratic, inefficient, and 
expensive that it dissuaded formalization, leading to the creation of both legal and illegal, or 
informal, groups of miners (Yakovleva 2007, 30). One estimate suggests that around 200,000 
miners are illegal, of which 50 percent are female (Yakovleva 2007, 31). Few women work in 
the legal portion of ASM as it is easier to gain access to the informal sector through channels 
outside of formal structures, such as that of transactional sex. Despite the perception of miners as 
illegal, many miners express interest in trying to register their business, largely in order to avoid 
fines and other ramifications for unregistered mining; however, the process is difficult and 
oftentimes licenses for large tracts of land are given to large-scale and commercial mining 
companies, covering areas where small-scale miners and ASM communities are already 
working, thus making it impossible for the smaller businesses to acquire licenses (Hilson and 
Potter 2005, 118). Additionally, even with registration, there are few benefits and no formal 
support programs or technical assistance are provided to help miners acquire skills, knowledge, 
and expertise to grow their businesses (Hilson and Potter 2005, 118). Moreover, due to the 
categorization of ASM sites as illegal spaces, governments view people associated with mining 
communities as uncooperative and do not offer assistance in the form of technical support or 
environmental health assistance (Yakovleva 2007, 37). This is particularly detrimental to the 
women in these spaces, many of whom would benefit both from technical education, which 
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would improve their status as laborers (Yakovleva 2007, 37), and from environmental and health 
services, which would improve their lives as women and caretakers. 
 
Case Study: Tanzania 
The Tanzanian government began regulating ASM on a slightly later timeline than Ghana, 
passing the Mining Act of 1998 and the Mining Regulations of 1999, both of which are still in 
place today (Fisher 2007, 737; Jønsson and Bryceson 2009, 255). These acts, similar to the 
regulatory policy passed in Ghana, have sought to incorporate ASM into the formalized mining 
sector. Through these acts, miners are able to get transferable titles to mineral claims, and there 
are efforts to simplify the process of formalization further in order to align with wider 
government initiatives to modernize land legislation (Fisher 2007, 744). The policy framework 
for regulation is simpler in Tanzania than in Ghana, allowing for a greater incorporation of ASM 
into the formal sector; however, it also reinforces and reproduces existing economic insecurities 
and power hierarchies (Fisher 2007). Additionally, the process favors large-scale miners and 
those with existing connections and/or access to material resources, which further perpetuates 
material inequality in the mining sector (Fisher 2007, 737). In addition to the regulatory 
frameworks, economic factors, such as the deterioration of subsistence farming and lack of 
employment opportunities, push women who need to support their households into ASM due to 
the accessibility of economic opportunities in the informal sectors (Yakovleva 2007, 31). The 
legal regulation process, which favors powerful pit owners and others with previous mining 
experience, often in the form of contracting with commercial companies (Fisher 2007), changes 
the dynamics of place in ASM sites as it emphasizes inequalities in access to economic 
opportunities. These spaces, a mix of formal and informal ASM operations within a single 
community, are ambiguous in-between spaces that open livelihood options to men and women, 
but they are also inherently exploitive (Huggins et al. 2015, 146) and often insecure due to the 
power structures at work. 
In examining the placemaking interactions of political, social, and international actors and 
perceptions, it is imperative to make use of a gendered lens and recognize the ways in which 
external factors influence the lived experience of miners in specific localities. In doing so, it 
becomes evident that how place is created and experienced is determined by the individual’s 
positionality within social and economic strata. Additionally, the realities of place at specific 
mining sites vary greatly in contrast to the perceived image of mining communities widely 
shared by national publics and international actors, with detrimental homogenizing effects that 
remove the agency of those involved in the ASM sector. 
 
Exploring Agency: Mobility, Vulnerability, and Economic Stability 
This final section will examine how mobility, economic stability, and vulnerability interact 
within the spaces of ASM, taking a gendered approach to understand how ASM provides 
opportunity to women seeking employment, as well as the choices available to women. The goal 
of this section is to examine the role of agency and the degree to which women are able to 
exercise agency within the structures that define how women can move, find economic freedom, 
and live within society. Women choose to go into mining and move to mining communities 
because of the economic and social freedoms and opportunities available to them. However, the 
decision often involves risking the loss of support from home communities and the acquisition of 
a social stigma due to the reputation of mining sites themselves (Werthmann 2008, 18). This 
Colloredo-Mansfeld Gender and Placemaking in Artisanal Small-Scale Mining in Africa 
 
 22 




Mining is transitory in nature, with people moving to mining sites both internally and across 
borders. The sector is made up of a constantly fluctuating group of people as there are seasonal, 
rush, shock-push, and year-round miners seeking employment and opportunity in mining 
communities (Cuvelier 2017). For women, questions of mobility are often the first moment when 
agency and structure interact in decisions to work in ASM. Women’s experiences in ASM are 
often framed by migration as they make decisions to travel to find employment in mining 
communities (Kelly et al. 2014, 100). This decision counters the victimhood narrative associated 
with women in ASM as it demonstrates an active choice. 
For many women, the economic opportunities available in ASM offer enough security to 
make the choice to leave, a liberating experience. The option of having mobility with ASM as a 
destination allows women to exercise a degree of power within the household vis-à-vis husbands 
or other relatives (Werthmann 2009, 21). This opportunity can be used by women to leave an 
unhappy marriage or to pursue economic freedom and autonomy after divorce, widowhood, or a 
decision not to marry (Werthmann 2009, 21). In Ghana, female mobility is closely associated 
with employment mobility, a factor evident in terms of the women working in ASM 
communities (Yakovleva 2007, 35). However, structural factors, such as the risk of social 
stigma, rejection by one’s husband, and increased risk of sexual violence and HIV/AIDS, are all 
factors that women must consider as they make decisions concerning mobility (Jønsson and 
Bryceson 2009, 253). ASM is similar to smallholder agriculture in that it is becoming a key 
component of rural livelihood strategies and requires hard labor. However, as Jønsson and 
Bryceson note, smallholder agriculture generally takes place on family land “amidst an extensive 
social support network” (2009, 251), whereas those involved in mining often migrate and 
become part of mining communities with no existing support systems or kinship ties. While 
Jønsson and Bryceson portray this difference in a mobility context, when examining it from a 
gendered perspective, the absence of family land inheritance patterns, gender role expectations 
within family hierarchies in agriculture, and a lack of other employment opportunities for women 
provide motivating factors to move to mining areas. 
 
Economic Opportunity 
ASM offers openings for women to find economic opportunity through the possibility of jobs in 
mining communities, both those directly and indirectly related to the mining of gold or other 
minerals. There are several components that contribute to ASM becoming an attractive 
livelihood option for women, including the variety of employment opportunities for women in 
ASM communities and the restrictions women face in rural communities and households, largely 
as a result of limited access to assets such as land. Women are able to earn comparatively high 
wages upon entry into the ASM sector due to the informal nature of the industry; however, they 
are often compensated less and on a different scale compared to their male counterparts (Brottem 
and Ba 2019, 56; Yakovleva 2007, 36–38). 
In both Tanzania and Ghana, women are able to transgress traditional boundaries through the 
accumulation of wealth in ASM work, further opening their opportunities for increased 
autonomy and giving them greater bargaining power within their household (Fisher 2007, 741; 
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Yakovleva 2007, 36). In Ghana, women involved in ASM tend to view it as a temporary 
employment opportunity that provides a more stable source of income that can be invested in 
future business endeavors or used to access credit to grow a current business (Yakovleva 2007, 
36). In Tanzania, due to the difference in structure of the regulation frameworks, women view 
ASM as a viable long-term option once entry to becoming a licensed claim holder or self-
supporting pit owner is achieved (Fisher et al. 2009, 34). However, achieving more powerful 
positions within ASM requires access to knowledge and capital, and is thus a difficult road for 
women, who are often viewed as secondary laborers due to the perception of mines as masculine 
spaces (Brottem and Ba 2019, 56). Despite gendered barriers to more influential positions within 
ASM, the availability of work means mining is viewed as an avenue to a better life and thus is 
seen as a preferred livelihood option (Fisher et al. 2009, 36). 
A second component of the economic opportunity offered by employment in mining 
communities is the limited access women have to land and other assets. Their lack of clear and 
secure control over land combined with the domestic labor expected of them means that 
agriculture does not represent a very viable livelihood strategy for rural women, and thus they 
turn to mining, which is viewed as more profitable. This is also seen in the responses of West 
African women in one study when asked how they were planning to use their earnings from 
mining, which the majority planned to invest in commerce rather than agriculture (Brottem and 
Ba 2019). Brottem and Ba identify a “tenure pivot space” (2019, 60) characterized by overlap 
between customary and freehold land tenure. They argue that this space provides women with an 
opportunity, through labor and earnings, to buy their way from one set of rights to another, in the 
process securing a higher degree of autonomy (Brottem and Ba 2019, 60). However, land also 
plays a role in ASM, as access to land and the customary rights to exploit gold are heavily 
intertwined (Brottem and Ba 2019, 56). Thus, women face decisions within a limited structure on 
how to gain access to employment within the mining sector, which often results in increasing the 




In addition to the high-risk environment endured by all members of ASM communities, women 
experience increased sexual and reproductive vulnerabilities along with exploitative labor 
conditions (Kelly et al. 2014, 97; Lahiri-Dutt 2015, 529). Sexual interactions are common in 
ASM communities; however, the lines between sexual violence and other forms of sexual 
transaction, such as sex as an economic transaction and sex as a social transaction, are blurred 
(Kelly et al. 2014, 99). In the ASM context, sex is used as an economic tool in the form of 
prostitution in order to gain access to particular employment opportunities through pit owners, 
and as a social bargaining tool to gain access to physical protection and material support from 
men (Brottem and Ba 2019, 56; Yakovleva 2007, 37). Sexual transactions occur regardless of the 
woman’s marital status, which contributes to the social stigma around women who engage in sex 
work, and, more broadly, around all women who live and/or work in mining communities (Kelly 
et al. 2014, 101). Sexual violence and transactional sex are closely linked. The choice to enter 
into transactional sex is largely one of structural forces that leave little room for agency due to 
the need for survival; thus, transactional sex can be viewed as sexual violence, particularly in 
cases in which the women are not paid afterward or the price is not agreed on beforehand (Kelly 
et al. 2014, 101). 
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Due to their position in society, women and other vulnerable groups who seek employment 
in mining communities lack representation and are often prevented from seeking political 
participation or advocacy for fair working conditions by those in power, as they are able to 
intimidate and dissuade people from reporting abuses (Kelly et al. 2014, 102). Additionally, 
institutions or mechanisms to address the exploitative nature of ASM do not exist for the 
majority of people in ASM communities (Kelly et al. 2014, 102). It should be noted that while 
women are placed in high-risk situations through employment in ASM, agency is exercised by 
the majority of women who work there (Kelly et al. 2014, 98). Victimhood narratives in the 
context of ASM remove the agency that does exist and undermine the ways in which women 
negotiate their own spaces within the greater setting of ASM communities. Rather than 
signifying a helplessness on behalf of women, the lack of options for addressing causes that 
increase the vulnerability of women in ASM communities is indicative of structural factors 
limiting the agency of women. 
 
Conclusion 
While ASM is a labor-intensive and high-risk sector, it also provides economic opportunities for 
women through offering more reliable employment opportunities that justify migration and allow 
women to exercise agency in terms of mobility and the decision to leave their homes. Artisanal 
and small-scale mines offer unique sites of rural livelihood opportunities for women, evident in 
the interaction between placemaking and the structural components of mobility, economic 
opportunity, and vulnerability. In complicating the narrative surrounding ASM communities, it 
becomes evident that a nuanced approach is needed when addressing ASM as a site for rural 
development and poverty reduction initiatives. Key to the conversation around the role occupied 
by women within mining communities is the tension between structure and agency. Thus, these 
narratives must be examined with a gendered perspective to fully engage with the lived 
experiences of female laborers in mines and those who work in adjacent positions. Looking 
forward, further research should be conducted examining the possibility for programs and 
assistance that aim to support the agency of women in ASM communities, such as increasing 
public health facilities and emphasizing environmental health, rather than viewing women 




Artisanal Mining. 2018. “The Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining Knowledge Sharing Archive.” 
http://artisanalmining.org/Inventory/. 
Brottem, Leif V., and Lassine Ba. 2019. “Gendered Livelihoods and Land Tenure: The Case of 
Artisanal Gold Miners in Mali, West Africa.” Geoforum 105 (October): 54–62. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.07.005. 
Cuvelier, Jeroen. 2017. “Money, Migration and Masculinity among Artisanal Miners in Katanga 
(DR Congo).” Review of African Political Economy 44 (152): 204–19. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2016.1172061. 
Fisher, Eleanor. 2007. “Occupying the Margins: Labour Integration and Social Exclusion in 
Artisanal Mining in Tanzania.” Development and Change 38 (4): 735–60. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2007.00431.x. 
Colloredo-Mansfeld Gender and Placemaking in Artisanal Small-Scale Mining in Africa 
 
 25 
Fisher, Eleanor, Rosemarie Mwaipopo, Wilson Mutagwaba, David Nyange, and Gil Yaron. 
2009. “‘The Ladder That Sends Us to Wealth’: Artisanal Mining and Poverty Reduction in 
Tanzania.” Resources Policy, Small-Scale Mining, Poverty and Development in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, 34 (1): 32–38. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2008.05.003. 
Hilson, Gavin. 2011. “Artisanal Mining, Smallholder Farming and Livelihood Diversification in 
Rural Sub-Saharan Africa: An Introduction.” Journal of International Development 23 (8): 
1031–41. https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.1829. 
Hilson, Gavin, and Roy Maconachie. 2019. “Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining and the 
Sustainable Development Goals: Opportunities and New Directions for Sub-Saharan Africa.” 
Geoforum 111: 125–41. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.09.006. 
Hilson, Gavin, and James McQuilken. 2014. “Four Decades of Support for Artisanal and Small-
Scale Mining in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Critical Review.” The Extractive Industries and 
Society 1 (1): 104–18. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2014.01.002. 
Hilson, Gavin, and Clive Potter. 2005. “Structural Adjustment and Subsistence Industry: 
Artisanal Gold Mining in Ghana.” Development and Change 36 (1): 103–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0012-155X.2005.00404.x. 
Huggins, Chris, Doris Buss, and Blair Rutherford. 2017. “A ‘Cartography of Concern’: Place-
Making Practices and Gender in the Artisanal Mining Sector in Africa.” Geoforum 83 (July): 
142–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2016.09.009. 
Jønsson, Jesper Bosse, and Deborah Fahy Bryceson. 2009. “Rushing for Gold: Mobility and 
Small-Scale Mining in East Africa.” Development and Change 40 (2): 249–79. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2009.01514.x. 
Kelly, Jocelyn T. D., Alexandria King-Close, and Rachel Perks. 2014. “Resources and 
Resourcefulness: Roles, Opportunities and Risks for Women Working at Artisanal Mines in 
South Kivu, Democratic Republic of the Congo.” Futures 62 (October): 95–105. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2014.04.003. 
Lahiri‐Dutt, Kuntala. 2015. “The Feminisation of Mining.” Geography Compass 9 (9): 523–41. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12229. 
Massey, Doreen. 1994. Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Rai, Shirin M. 2002. “2. Gender and Development: Theoretical Perspectives in Context.” In 
Gender and the Political Economy of Development: From Nationalism to Globalization, 44–
83. Malden: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 
Werthmann, Katja. 2009. “Working in a Boom-Town: Female Perspectives on Gold-Mining in 
Burkina Faso.” Resources Policy, Small-Scale Mining, Poverty and Development in Sub-
Saharan Africa 34 (1): 18–23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2008.09.002. 
World Bank. 2012. Gender Dimensions of Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining: A Rapid 
Assessment Toolkit (English). Washington, DC: World Bank. http://documents.worldbank. 
org/curated/en/644761468157780524/Gender-dimensions-of-artisanal-and-small-scale-minin 
g-a-rapid-assessment-toolkit. 
Yakovleva, Natalia. 2007. “Perspectives on Female Participation in Artisanal and Small-Scale 
Mining: A Case Study of Birim North District of Ghana.” Resources Policy 32 (1): 29–41. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2007.03.002. 
 
